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Conflict in a 6th Grade Book Club:
Rule-Driven Discourse and Its Impact on
Turn-Taking, Involvement Offense, and
Revoicing
BY KIRSTEN DARA HILL

T

he book club curriculum invites students to interact with rich literature in small, peer-led groups, under
the tenet that children are more likely to engage in discussion than during whole class, teacher-led
discourse (Raphael, et al.,1995, 2001, 2004). Within the realm of engaging in peer-led discourse, children
are encouraged to be mindful of the following "I Can" statements (Raphael, et al., 1995, 2001, 2004):
stay on topic when I talk
build on others' ideas
contribute to a discussion
respect others' ideas and opinions
bring others into the discussion
share my feelings and ideas

In my sixth-grade classroom, my students were fully
aware of the rules of turn-taking. By the middle of
the school year, my in-the-moment observations of
simultaneous book club discussions led to my awareness that my students were engaging in discourse
that facilitated in-depth meaning of the literature.
By mid-year, a new student, Rob, arrived in the class.
Because he had never participated in a book club
discussion, I invited select students to model a "fish
bowl" discussion (Raphael, et al., 1995, 2001, 2004).
In other words, a group sat in a circle and engaged
in a conversation to model what a good book club
discussion looked like. Meanwhile, the remainder
of the group became observers. I was a doctoral
candidate during that time, so in addition to modeling
an optimal book club discussion for a new student, I
was in the position of gathering data for a discourse
analysis course I was taking. Hence, my participating
students knew that I would be audio taping, and I
reminded them about the rules, especially staying on
topic, building on each other's ideas, and bringing others into the conversation. Ultimately, I was depending
on my students to do a really good job so that I could

document their complex nature of turn-taking strategies. In spite of my high expectations for a good book
discussion, my students enacted what I believed to
be the worst book club discussion of my teaching
career. This study is therefore an examination of what
happens when students rely too heavily on the rules
for turn-taking.

Background for Discussion
The context for discussion was a chapter from Bette
Bao Lord's (1984) In the Year of the Boar and Jackie
Robinson. The novel is based on the experience of
Shirley Temple Wong, who immigrates to the United
States and must struggle with preserving her Chinese identity and language, while also becoming an
American. The chapter of discussion was based on
Shirley's plans for summer, now that it was the last
day of school. Discussion could be informed by making a personal connection to the events, a discussion
of the plot, and Shirley's conflict with her culture.
Students responded to these prompts prior to the
discussion group by writing in their reading logs.
Their participation was therefore informed by their
reading log responses.

Tenets Behind Book Club Discussion
and Key Terms for Turn-Taking Rules
The book club curriculum framework embodies
the interaction of reading, writing, and discussion
components (Raphael, et al., 1994, 1995, 2001).

Kirsten Dara Hill is an assistant
professor at the University of
Michigan-Dearborn.

8

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

HILL

Students' written literature responses serve as an
impetus to inform book club discussions in small,
peer-led discussion groups. Peer-led groups are given
opportunities to share the outcomes of their discussion with the entire group in a format termed closing
community share. Ultimately, tenets for book club
are informed by theories embedded in literaturebased instruction.
Small group interaction is a fundamental aspect in
Vygotskian social-historical theory. Barnes and Todd
(1997) cite the value of interacting in small groups,
due to the nature in which children are able to
negotiate meaning and develop new understandings.
These abilities are rarely utilized in conventional
settings. According to Vygotsky (1986), literacy
develops best through social interaction and dialogue
with others. Equitable participation emerges when
children have opportunities to appropriate collaborative responsibilities (Cazden, 2001). Children are
more comfortable, and participation is regarded as
non-threatening. In addition, equitable classroom
relations embedded in peer-led discourse can be
termed culturally relevant (Ladson-Billings, 1994).
Because "I Can" statements influence turn-taking
during discussion, it is necessary to address what
happens when students adhere too closely or deviate
from the rules for turn-taking. According to Denyer
and LeFleur (2001), it is possible for students to rely
heavily on rules for discussion. To that end, deviating from rules results in what Goffman (1957) terms
an unintentional involvement offense. Hence, the
participants who follow rules for turn-taking closely
are likely to become offended if members of the group
deviate from the rules that have been established.
Another layer underlies that the person deviating
from the rules intends to stay on topic (Goffman,
1981), but remaining members may not interpret
participation in that way. As a result, the person
who deviated from the rules with initially good intentions constructs an intentional involvement offense,
in an effort to offend the members of the group
(Goffman, 1957).
Episodic narratives, coined by Cazden (2001), are
embedded in the African American linguistic tradition and convey spoken ideas that are elaborated
upon, but appear random, off topic, and out of
sequence. In contrast, topic-centered narratives
comprise spoken ideas that are sequential in nature
(Cazden, 2001). Revoicing strategies are participants'
efforts to repeat and acknowledge what someone
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has said (O'Connor and Michaels, 1996). Similarly,
revoicing enables group members to share reformulated ideas in a manner that aligns with teacher's
expectations for participation (O'Connor and
Michaels, 1993). Revoicing strategies align closely
with the "I Can" statement "Building on Others'
Ideas." Therefore, participants who employ speech
patterns that are episodic in nature may displease
those who enact topic-centered discourse because
they appear to be off topic.

Participants
Volunteers in the Book Club were 5 girls, Alison,
Jennifer, Mandy, Mary, and Erika. All girls were
European American. Calvin, an African American
boy, participated, but his participation raised
conflict. I had settled disputes between him and at
least two members of the group on prior occasions,
which stemmed from personality conflicts in other
school contexts: the lunchroom, the playground,
after school, and so on. Moreover, Lensmire (1994)
suggests that same gender groupings are preferred
at the elementary level. Although my students
were at the middle school level, they preferred to
be grouped with the same gender. Upon selecting
group members, I was aware of these tensions and
was reluctant to select Calvin. However, he was so
enthusiastic, that I decided that it would be best to
include him.

Findings
In-the-Moment Discussion
Observing the discussion in the moment led me
regret that I selected Calvin to participate, due to
the tension that amassed. The more he contributed
the more negative he became. If there were any
'
constructive contributions, they were overshadowed
by the growing tension and what appeared to be
his minimal effort to stay on topic. In addition, it
appeared that the girls were struggling to remain
on topic, and Calvin's off-topic comments interfered
with their efforts.
During the closing community share component,
we debriefed and discussed what occurred. Girls
criticized Calvin for staying off topic, and Calvin
criticized the girls for ignoring him. I made efforts
to revoice my students' criticisms of each other.
In other words, I attempted to repeat and clarify
concerns between Calvin and girls. At the same time,
I attempted to maintain a neutral stance. Being in
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Jennifer: Does anyone want to talk about the last
the moment made it difficult for me to identify the
day of school?
root of the tension. In my mind, Calvin's perceived
behavior was the root of the
Girls: Sure! (with enthusiasm)
tension, and I was angry about
Reviewing and analy_zing Jennifer: OK, well, um, I put
the discussion that ensued. I
the transcripts more closely that at the last day of school,
maintained thoughts about
led to a significantly
Shirley had no team you know
retaping a better discussion. I
different conclusion from
like um there's always someone
also considered that tensions
wfiat I had interpreted in
playing stickball and when,
between Calvin and the girls
the moment.
she's walking home, Shirley
might disrupt our day-by-day
always looks back and she's
activity in class.
always like stopping to play, and this time
she's alone. That's what I put.
Changing Perceptions, Upon Further
Calvin: Can I go, or were you about to go? (with
Analysis of the Transcripts
uncertainty)
Reviewing and analyzing the transcripts more
Jennifer: Sure (with uncertainty)
closely led to a significantly different conclusion from
what I had interpreted in the moment. Unintended
Calvin: Uh, well, about like, uh, uh, for Shirley,
consequences of rule-driven discourse emerged
I would be scared. I wouldn't like it if I
from the rules established from "I Can" statements.
forgot my language or culture
They were initiated and maintained by the girls to
Mandy: I have something to add to what Jennifer
define turn-taking in an effort to please me. Calvin's
said
unintentional involvement offenses occurred, comJennifer: Mm hmm
bined with revoicing strategies utilized by the girls,
Mandy: Like also on the last day of school at like
which escalated the tension during the course of the
people would say they were too busy to
conversation. In other words, Calvin's participation
play stick ball
did not align with the girls' expectations. Because of
that, they revoiced and acknowledged each other, but
This excerpt reveals that Jennifer was the only
never acknowledged Calvin's contributions.
person who responded to Calvin directly, upon his
request to participate. Her uncertain intonation
The turn-taking embedded in this book club
became
apparent when she responded to him by
included initiating a topic based on written reading
saying "sure." Her tone ultimately illustrated her
log responses. The initial topic was followed by comdiscomfort. In addition, Calvin's personal connection
ments that revoiced the utterance of the principal
to
Shirley forgetting her language or culture did not
speaker. Participants preserved the topic by buildalign
with the nature of plot-driven discourse suring on each other's ideas and usually cited the name
rounding
the last day of school.
of the prior speaker or other person they agreed
with. When it was agreed that the discussion about
the topic was complete, a new topic was initiated,
and the pattern continued.

It became evident that this nature of turn-taking
was over-generalized, because the girls refused to
deviate from them when Calvin attempted to raise
new topics or bring personal responses that were
episodic in nature. Hence, his episodic responses,
embedded in African American culture, deviated
from the topic-centered, plot-driven discourse facilitated by the girls. These unintentional involvement
offenses occurred when Calvin's comments did not
build directly on the previous utterance, although
his initial comments were relevant to the topic
discussed. To illustrate:
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Therefore, the girls interpreted that Calvin was
being rude, not staying in topic, and opted to preserve their nature of turn-taking by alienating him.
Additionally, Calvin's background suggests that his
episodic constructions fostered a sense of belonging
at home, but deemed inappropriate by the girls
(Dyson and Genishi, 2005). Language and cultural
differences may have contributed to dilemmas during
discussion.
The discourse continued as the girls continued building on each other's ideas in an effort to stay on topic,
but not including Calvin:
Mandy: And like, but like only one person was
supposed to go away on that last day but
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they're just too busy to play stickball right
now and Shirley like, she was, she would
feel really bad like Jennifer said, but she
was also like hurry up if she had better
things.
Jennifer: Yeah, I had something to add. Um, I
think that um maybe the kids had to pack
or something or just had to go home or
something. That's how what I really felt,
that's why they couldn't play stickball,
um ...
Erika: (overlaps) Well I thought um that
the kids don't want to play stickball
because, um, they probably didn't
want to stay by the school on vacation
because one of the teachers might come
out, might've come out and ask can you
guys help me after school? And they
would just want to start their vacation.
And like Jennifer said they probably
had to pack, um ...
Emily: Well, they probably, well, they had plans
to go with their family members and stuff,
so, I mean, even though they weren't
there, they all probably wanted to not go to
school and play with
Erika: yeah
This excerpt, therefore, illustrates Mandy and
Erika's acknowledgement of Jennifer's idea. Their
intonation revealed affirmation of their ideas, with
no acknowledgement of anything that Calvin said.
Calvin interpreted rudeness from the girls, that they
were not building on his ideas, and unintentional
involvement offenses escalated into his enactment
of intentional involvement offenses. Calvin continued his episodic nature of incorporating personal
response, but he gradually developed a confrontational intonation:
Alison: Well I thought they had to pack too, like
Jennifer and Erika said because, like,
like Jennifer said that there was only one
person leaving and they had, I think more
than enough players to play on two teams,
so I think that
Calvin: (overlaps) so anyways, uh, if it were the
last day of school and stickball was my
favorite game, I wouldn't have left because
it's the last d~y of school.
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Mandy: Like what Emily said is that they probably all had somewhere to go, but in the
book they mentioned that Mabel wasn't
leaving until the next week and um,
Jamie's cousins weren't expecting him
until Saturday and only Maria had to
leave that day, so I think I basically think
what Alison, Jennifer and Erika said, that
they were packing
Calvin: I'm sad, I'd be sad, though, because well
I'm not sad, but like for personal response,
like you know how Shirley and what's her
name, Senora?
Undistinguished voice: mm hmm
Calvin: Moved, like away from their family members, well, like, since I moved to Michigan
, uh, like all my family members live in
Columbus, I miss them, well at least I go
to Col umbus every other weekend to see
them
Jennifer: Can you put that for personal response?
Calvin: We haven't started that yet
Mandy: Well does anyone want to go to the second
one?
Jennifer: Sure
Mandy: Like, everybody had like something or just
wanted to go home, but like the last day of
school because they were really tired and
they just wanted to play stickball
Calvin: I don't know if Shirley and her parents
would take care of the building, and, like,
don't people live in that building? Huh?
(rudely)
Girls: Muffled conversation
Calvin: Can people bring up new subjects? (anger
and frustration in tone)
Jennifer: (over additional random voices from
girls, joking intonation) Well we just
started one. But anyway, I, just like what
Mandy said, about Tommy, uh, like Mabel
going to grandma's house in North Carolina and Tommy going to cousin's. That's
exactly what I put, what Mandy said.
Patterns of discourse in this excerpt suggest that
the girls continued talking around Calvin's episodic
contributions that were based on his personal
response to the literature. Calvin's attempts to
connect with Shirley's feelings of loneliness indicate
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long to recall which discussion I was referring to. I
informed the group that it is possible to raise personal response surrounding topic-centered discourse.
I also raised concerns about disagreeing kindly.
Welcoming others into the discussion also became a
factor. Surprisingly, my students were responsive to
On-going analysis of the taping of the entire converthe concerns that I raised. I observed Calvin's intersation enabled me to fully interpret what I perceived
actions in smaller groups with different members in
to be the worst book club discussion in the moment.
the study and noticed
Instead, I recognized a
them applying sugturning point in my role
On-going analysis of the taping
gestions we discussed.
as a practitioner, and the
of the entire conversation enabled Particularly salient
best conversation that
me to fully interJJret what I
was bringing personal
could have occurred. Out
perceived to be the worst book club response into topicof Calvin's 39 utterances,
"discussion in the moment. Instead, centered discourse.
24 had good intentions,
I recognized a turning point in my
This study makes
and 15 were intentional
role as a practitioner.
explicit
the possibility
involvement offenses. The
when the root of conflict
rudeness that ensued was
a result of being ignored, and sensing that his voice
is explicitly explored and addressed. It was tempting
was not valued.
to abandon this taping and construct a new taping of
what is perceived as a model book club discussion. A
Confronting the Problem in an
discussion that did not occur as intended became my
opportunity
to facilitate meaning-making discourse
Effort to Transform
among
my
students
and to polish my role as a
Approximately one month after the book club discuspractitioner.
sion occurred, I recognized that I could keep my
a tone of uncertainty. Jennifer's request to wait until
their discussion of personal response sparked Calvin
to become agitated, and his subsequent contributions
illustrate a rude and angry tone as a result of his
sense that he had been repeatedly disrespected.

findings to myself and simply let my students move
on, or I could have a discussion with my students
about what I uncovered from analyzing the data. I
decided on the latter, to first and foremost apologize
to Calvin about getting angry with him and to modify
the nature of how my students participated during
book clubs. This was necessary, for the nature of
relying heavily on the rules had defined plot-driven
discourse that was indicative of their participation
throughout the year. Because I did not examine their
participation closely enough, I didn't even notice the
limitations of on-going discussions that were occurring regularly in my classroom. Discussions that I
thought were in-depth constructions of meaning were
really a recall of events, in agreement with other
students.
Close examination of discourse patterns enabled
me to help my students unpack and deviate from
the rigid rules that defined the girls' participation.
I became more aware of unpacking participation
patterns on a regular basis instead of drawing quick
conclusions in-the-moment. I gathered my students
and asked them to recall the fish bowl group that
I audio taped a month prior. It did not take them
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Since then, I found myself questioning the nature
of prompting that I provided for my students. More
than bringing personal response to the discussion,
I modified the nature of prompting for reading logs.
For example, I have found that inviting students to
jot down questions they think will elicit meaningful
discussion has presented opportunities for in-depth
construction of meaning. Such prompting has led to
"what if' questions, in which students explore varying outcomes and multiple interpretations.

Conclusion
This investigation divulges the benefits of taking
the time to fully listen to and interpret the nature
of discourse patterns. By analyzing and interpreting
the nature of discourse, I was able to revisit the
root of the dilemma and share outcomes with my
students. In this manner, the students became a
reflective community of learners, willing to accept
and respond to feedback. Because of this experience,
students learned the possibility of deviating from
turn-taking rules.
This study additionally reveals the benefits of
transcribing and analyzing classroom discourse that
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is difficult to make sense of in-the-moment. However,
the daily rigors of classroom teaching are not conducive to audio taping and transcribing on a day-by-day
basis. One practical alternative to transcribing data
is to audio tape discussions, then provide students
opportunities to listen to themselves. Students
therefore assume a shared responsibility in closely
examining and discussing the nature of their participation.
Another strategy is for the practitioner to listen
closely during discussions and maintain anecdotal
notes of significant discourse patterns. In addition to
listening to students' commentary about what went
well and what could improve during Closing Community Share, the practitioner can draw from jottings to
provide suggestions.
Moreover, Raphael, et al. (2001, 2004) provides a
variety of student self evaluations, which appear
in the form of Evaluation Sheets in Book Club for
Middle School (2001) and Book Club Plus! A Literacy
Framework for the Primary Grades (2004). The "Book
Club Self Assessment" form includes the following
questions for student reflection:
1. How did your group do in this unit? What did
people do well? What do they need to work
on?
2.

How did you do as a member of a book club?

3. What can you do to have better discussions in
the next unit? (Raphael, et al., 2004).
Another Evaluation Sheet, titled "Setting Goals for
My Book Club" prompts students to set goals with
their group members. Prompts include:
1. To get a conversation going, I will ...
2.

To show respect for others in my group, I will

3. To avoid problems I've noticed in groups
before, I will ... (Raphael, et al., 2001).
The use of Evaluation Sheets presents teachers and
students with a systematic and practical approach
to analyze and reflect upon the nature of their book
club discussions. Listening to themselves or completing Evaluation Sheets instills for students a sense of
ownership for their learning. Students and teachers
are able to co-construct decisions about what went
well and what could improve.
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Ultimately, participation in book clubs requires
thoughtful, on-going deliberation and reflection.
Discussions are complex and may not always occur
as intended. Therefore, it is necessary for teachers
and students to sustain a classroom community that
examines participation closely in order to facilitate
engaging discussions that promote equitable participation.
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